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Abstract 

Many studies have compared conservative and liberal personalities in terms of traits and 
cognitive styles. Fewer studies have compared the motivations and values of the two 
groups, and fewer still have used the perspective of self-determination theory. Using two 
large archival datasets (Ns = 16,058 university students and 4314 working lawyers), I tested 
the hypotheses that conservatives would score lower in autonomous work motivation (H1) 
and in relative intrinsic value orientation (H2), compared to liberals. Consistent support 
was found for these two hypotheses. Supporting H3, autonomous work motivation and 
intrinsic value orientation were positively correlated with subjective well-being (SWB), as 
is typical. Still, despite their seeming motivational vulnerabilities, conservatives reported 
more SWB and meaning in life than liberals, consistent with other recent studies (H4). 
Mediational analyses suggest that the conservative advantage in SWB can be partially 
explained by conservative advantages in relatedness and/or competence need-satisfaction. 


Keywords SWB - Conservatism - Motivation and values - Self-determination theory 


1 Introduction 


In the last 15 years, considerable research attention has focused on the personality traits 
of conservatives, in contrast to liberals (Jost, 2021). Much of this research has focused 
on illuminating “problematic” features of the conservative personality, that are said to 
contribute to social disharmony, restrain social progress, and even undermine democracy 
(Jost, 2017). These include the traits of authoritarianism, social dominance orientation, 
system justification, intolerance, and lack of openness and curiosity (Carney et al., 2008). 
Conservatives are also more alert and reactive to negative information (Mills et al., 2014), 
are higher in disgust sensitivity (Mendez, 2017), more ready to exploit or discriminate 
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against outgroup members (Van Lange, 2015), and show less integrative complexity and 
more rigidity in their thinking (Jost, 2017). 

Still, conservatives also demonstrate many admirable personality traits, like ambition, 
faith, loyalty, charity, honor, responsibility, and religiosity. In addition, they are more 
generous in donating to charities and community (Brooks, 2006). Schlenker et al. (2012) 
also found that conservatives have an advantage over liberals in terms of responsibility, 
personal control, optimism, self-worth, and moral clarity, traits which helped to explain 
the conservative advantage in happiness (further discussed below). Carney et al. (2008) 
reported that conservatives are more organized and conscientious. 

These summaries illustrate that it is possible to line up positive traits on both sides of the 
political divide. If we want to comparatively evaluate the two groups, perhaps we need to 
address other facets of personality besides traits? After all, traits are only “the psychology 
of the stranger;’ we may need to go deeper, into the psychology of the motivated agent 
(McAdams, 2013). 


1.1 Motivation, Values, and the Political Personality 


Some prior research has compared the motivations of conservatives vs liberals. This 
research has focused primarily on epistemic motives (to reduce uncertainty and boost 
security; Wilson, 1973), existential motives (to reduce death anxiety and boost continuity; 
Tomkins, 1995), and relational motives (to reduce loneliness and boost connection; Kahan, 
2016). These three motives can be integrated under system justification theory (Jost, 2021), 
as all three help to explain conservatives’ greater emphasis on defending the status quo and 
resisting egalitarian ideals. 

However the current research applied a different motivational perspective, namely, 
self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Because 
SDT addresses the motivational causes of well-being, at both intra- and interpersonal 
levels, its may provide a useful theoretical metric for comparing conservative and liberal 
personalities. 

SDT has been under development for more than 50 years (Deci, 1971). The general 
finding is that autonomous and socially inclusive motivations, values, personality 
styles, and experiences, are conducive to higher levels of wellness and flourishing, both 
individually and collectively (Ryan & Deci, 2017). People want to feel ownership of what 
they do, and want to connect to others, in the process. When they succeed, everybody 
benefits. 

SDT contains six “mini-theories,’ which address distinct topics united by their 
underlying focus on human agency (Ryan et al., 2019; Sheldon & Prentice, 2019). This 
article draws from three of these mini-theories: Organismic integration theory, goal 
contents theory, and basic psychological needs theory. The first two mini-theories were 
employed to directly compare conservatives and liberals, and the third mini-theory was 
used to help explain the puzzling pattern of results that was found. 


1.2 Conservative/Liberal Differences in Relative Autonomous Motivation 


Organismic integration theory concerns the “why” of motivation, i.e. the subjective reasons 
people pursue particular behaviors. It considers reasons in terms of their location upon a 
relative autonomy continuum, which ranges from very controlled reasons (“Because I have 
to, because I'll get rewarded”) to very autonomous reasons (“Because I enjoy it, because 
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its meaningful;” Ryan & Connell, 1989). The latter reasons for action indicate a state of 
organismic integration, and the former, less so. Sheldon et al. (2017) recently confirmed 
this structural continuum through multi-dimensional scaling and cluster analyses (see also 
Howard et al., 2017). Sheldon et al (2017) also showed that a single relative autonomy 
index (RAI), computed by subtracting unweighted controlled reason scores from 
unweighted autonomous reason scores, provides the most efficient and unbiased means 
of locating people along this continuum. This RAI composite has been shown to predict 
persistence, creativity, learning, performance, and many kinds of well-being (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). 

No prior research has directly compared the felt RAI of conservatives and liberals (but 
see Sherman et al., 2016, where this was a peripheral aim). In the current article it was 
hypothesized that conservatives would report less RAI in their academic motivation (study 
1) and work motivation (study 2), compared to liberals. This hypothesis (H1) is based on 
conservatives’ greater emphasis on material rewards (Kasser, 2002), and also their greater 
desire to follow in-group norms, i.e. to avoid negative affect by doing what is prescribed 
by their community (Morrison & Ybarra, 2009). From the perspective of SDT, the first 
exemplifies external (reward-based) motivation and the second exemplifies introjected 
(guilt-based) motivation; both are “controlled” motivations, according to SDT. H1 is also 
based on conservatives’ presumed greater willingness to forego intrinsic (enjoyment-based) 
and identified (meaning-based) motivations, at least until they have achieved security 
(Adorno et al., 1950), or until later in life, after they have achieved material success 
(Sheldon & Corcoran, 2019). Intrinsic and identified motivations are both considered to 
be autonomous motivations. H1, if supported, would suggest that conservatives have more 
extrinsic or external motivations, compared to liberals. Because these motivations are often 
negatively correlated with well-being, it might seem that conservatives should report less 
well-being than liberals. 


1.3 Conservative/Liberal Differences in Intrinsic Values 


SDT’s goal contents mini-theory concerns the “what,” rather than the “why” of motivation: 
that is, the values and contents that are targeted by goals, rather than the reasons goals are 
pursued (whatever their contents). Kasser and Ryan (1993, 1996) distinguished between 
intrinsic values/goal contents (favoring community feeling, self-acceptance, and positive 
affiliation) and extrinsic values/goal contents (favoring financial success, attractive 
appearance, and popularity/influence), and showed that within individual value systems, 
the relative predominance of intrinsic compared to extrinsic value orientations (RIEVO) 
consistently predicts SWB. Furthermore, research shows that both the “what” and “why” 
of goal motivation have independent effects upon SWB (Sheldon et al., 2004). 

My second hypothesis (H2) was that conservatives would report less RIEVO, 
compared to liberals. This hypothesis was based on the greater materialistic orientations 
of conservatives (Kasser, 2002), and was also based on conservatives’ relatively more 
competitive compared to cooperative social value orientations (Van Lange, 2015). Direct 
support for this hypothesis was reported by Sheldon and Nichols (2009), who compared 
U.S. self-avowed Democrats (i.e., liberals) and Republicans (i.e., conservatives). Sheldon 
and Nichols (2009) found that conservatives were lower in RIEVO than liberals, due to 
their being lower in helping values (an intrinsic value) and higher in material success 
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values (an extrinsic value). Duriez et al. (2012) also reported a conceptual link between 
RIEVO and right wing authoritarianism, known to be a conservative disposition. 


1.4 Associations of SDT Motives and Values with SWB 


My third hypothesis (H3) stated that, irrespective of political orientations, RAI and 
RIEVO would both be associated positively with SWB, replicating common findings 
in the SDT literature (Kasser, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 2017). People who pursue intrinsic 
values and goal-contents, for autonomous reasons, gain access to rich and emotionally 
rewarding life experiences and opportunities. 


1.5 Conservative/Liberal Differences in Well-Being and Meaning in Life 


My fourth hypothesis (H4) concerned differences in the well-being of conservatives and 
liberals. Although one might suppose that conservatives are less happy than liberals, 
given the potentially problematic motive/value profile posited above, the opposite 
appears to be true (Edsall, 2021). Napier and Jost (2008), Carroll (2007), Taylor et al. 
(2006), and Schlenker et al. (2012) all reported that conservatives report higher life- 
satisfaction than liberals. A meta-analysis by Onraet et al. (2013) showed that self- 
avowed conservativism predicts positive affect, negative affect, and life-satisfaction 
(the three elements of subjective well-being or SWB; Diener, 1994), although the 
effects were small. Recent studies have also linked conservatism to higher meaning 
in life (MIL), an alternative measure of well-being (Newman et al., 2019; Womick 
et al., 2019). MIL refers to the feeling that one’s life has significance and purpose, and 
conservatives report experiencing more MIL. 

Note that my four study hypotheses, if supported, would establish an imbalanced 
triad (i.e., inconsistent pattern) of results (Heider, 1958). In Heider’s balance theory, 
imbalanced triads have odd numbers of mismatching elements. According to my 
hypotheses, conservatism would be positively associated with SWB, and RAI and 
RIEVO would be positively correlated with SWB, but conservativism would be 
negatively correlated with RAI and RIEVO, a single mismatching relationship. Within 
a set of interpersonal relationships or intrapersonal cognitions, imbalance creates a state 
of tension that seeks resolution. Within a set of measured variables, imbalance creates a 
paradox that needs explaining. How, or by what means, are conservatives happier, given 
that they report less happiness-conducive motivational styles? 


1.6 Need Satisfaction as an Explanatory Variable 


I employed SDT’s basic psychological needs mini-theory in an attempt to explain the 
expected conservative/liberal differences in SWB. Research under this mini-theory 
has established the unique importance of three basic types of experience: the need for 
autonomy (to feel like the cause of one’s own behavior), the need for competence (to feel 
effective and successful in one’s behavior), and the need for relatedness (to feel close 
and connected to important others; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Sheldon, 2011). SDT research 
has also shown that the intensity of all three of these experiences independently affects 
peoples’ health and well-being (Reis et al., 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Sheldon, 2011). 
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Although no hypotheses were ventured concerning conservative/liberal differences 
in basic need-satisfaction, there is some reason to expect that conservatives may 
experience more competence or relatedness satisfaction, given their higher incomes, 
greater religiosity, or closer ingroup relationships (Myers, 2000). Feelings of 
competence or relatedness, presumably derived from other sources besides work 
motivations and value orientations, might compensate for conservatives’ seemingly 
problematic motivational profile. 

In sum, this research examined two large datasets (16,058 university students and 
4314 working lawyers), seeking to derive new information on the aforementioned 
issues. It was hypothesized that: 


1. Conservatives would report less autonomous work motivation (RAI), compared to lib- 
erals. That is, they engage in their work for more controlled reasons, i.e., reward- and 
approval-focused reasons, and for less autonomous reasons, i.e., experience- and value- 
focused reasons. 

2. Conservatives would report lower intrinsic value orientations (RIEVO) compared 
to liberals. That is, they ascribe more importance to achieving money, status, and 
appearance, and less importance to achieving growth, community, and relationships. 

3. RAT and RIEVO would both be positively associated with SWB and MIL. This would 
replicate typical findings in the SDT literature. 

4. Nevertheless, conservatives would report higher SWB and MIL than liberals. This 
would replicate recent findings in the literature, which have identified a “conservative 
advantage” in these two aspects of well-being. 


To address the expected unbalanced triad of results, I planned to examine 
conservative/liberal differences in autonomy, competence, and relatedness need- 
satisfaction as possible mediators of the relationship between conservativism and 
SWB. If significant indirect effects of a need are found, reducing conservatism’s 
association with SWB, it would indicate that political conservatism well-satisfies that 
need, overcoming conservatism’s apparent motivational vulnerabilities. 


2 Study 1 
2.1 Methods 
2.1.1 Participants and Procedure 


Study 1 employed “mass pretest” data that was collected by the Department of 
Psychological Sciences at the University of Missouri between 2005 and 2022, in 
accordance with the legal and ethical guidelines of the university. Fourteen datasets 
were identified which included at least two out of these three measures: RAI, RIEVO, 
or SWB (as represented by high positive affect, low negative affect, and sometimes, 
high life-satisfaction). These datasets were combined resulting in an initial N of 17,338 
Ps. This was reduced to a final N of 16,058 Ps who also rated their political orientation 
on a likert scale ranging from conservative to liberal. Ns were less for all of the 
remaining variables, depending on whether those variables were included in a given 
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data collection, and depending on whether participants in a given collection responded 
to the relevant questions. This very large sample allowed for a powerful test of the 
study hypotheses. 


2.1.2 Sample Demographics 


There were 6924 male and 9134 female participants. Given that these were all 
Introductory Psychology students, typically in their first year, the median age was 
18. The sample included 13,385 Caucasian participants and 2673 non-Caucasian 
participants. 

Political orientation was measured two ways. First, participants were asked “where 
do you fall on the political spectrum?”, with a 1 (very conservative) to 2 (conservative) 
to 3 (moderate) to 4 (liberal) to 5 (very liberal) scale (N= 16,058). These scores were 
reversed, so that the scale measured conservatism. Second, participants were asked “into 
what political party would you categorize yourself?” For this variable all participants 
who selected “Democrat” (N=4781) or “Republican” (N=6098; total N = 10,879) 
were retained. For the reader’s information, rated conservatism and Republican (versus 
Democratic) party affiliation were strongly correlated at r=.67, p<.001. 


2.1.3 Psychological Measures 


SWB Various measures of positive affect and/or negative affect were used over the 
years (i.e., Emmons, 1991; Watson et al., 1988). All involved rating positive and/or 
negative mood adjectives regarding one’s life. Positive affect (N=9823, a=.82) and 
negative affect (N=9733, a=.88) variables were computed from the available ratings. 
The same was done for measures of life-satisfaction (Diener et al., 1985; Brunstein, 
1993; N=3340, «=.77). Because different response scales (i.e., 5- versus 7-point, with 
varying anchors) were used in different years, these variables were all standardized 
within-sample before combining. 

MIL MIL was always measured using the five-item Presence of Meaning subscale 
from the Meaning in Life Questionnaire, with a 7-point response scale (Steger et al., 
2006; N= 8478, a = .73). 

Autonomous Academic Motivation Participants rated their motivation for pursuing 
their designated or planned major (or in one sample, their motivation for attending 
college), using the primary four reasons of the relative autonomy continuum (Ryan & 
Deci, 2017; Sheldon et al., 2017). These reasons included external motivation (“because 
I have to. Circumstances necessitate it”), introjected motivation (“because I should. I’d 
feel guilty if I didn’t”), identified motivation (“because I want to. I fully agree with the 
value of it”) and intrinsic motivation (“because I enjoy it. I am interested and engaged”). 
These four reasons can be aligned in a simplex pattern upon a relative autonomy 
continuum, ranging from lowest to highest autonomy (Sheldon et al., 2017). A relative 
autonomy index (RAI) was computed by summing the intrinsic and identified ratings 
and subtracting them from the sum of the external and introjected ratings (N = 6768, 
a =.72 after reverse coding the external and introjected ratings). 
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Table 1 Study 1: mean differences in study variables split by Democrat versus Republican self-designation 


Outcome variables 


RAI RIEVO Asat Csat Rsat PA NA LS MIL 
Democrats 517 .92 .004 —.031 —.062 —.061 .034 —.038 4.74 
N 1928 3579 2871 2871 2878 2878 2948 969 2597 
Republicans 4.93 .79 .025 .092 122 134 —.059 091 5.11 
N 2593 4498 3556 3556 3561 3840 3805 1247 3203 
t 2.62 3.91 —.849 — 4.89 —7.39 —8.25 3.84 —3.07 -10.80 
d 08 .09 —.03 —.14 —.19 —.20 10 -.13 —.29 


Ns differed across analyses, as indicated in the table 
All ts significant at p < .01 except for autonomy need-satisfaction (p =.21) 


RAI Autonomous motivation, RIEVO Relative intrinsic versus extrinsic value orientation, Asat, Csat, Rsat 
Autonomy, competence, and relatedness need-satisfaction, PA Positive affect, NA Negative affect, LS Life- 
satisfaction, MIL Meaning in life 


Table 2 Study 1: mean differences in study variables split by self-rating of political conservatism 


Outcome variables 


RAI RIEVO Asat Csat Rsat PA NA LS MIL 
Very conservative 4.63 .561 .040 .115 .166 125 — .043 098 5.25 
Conservative 4.95 wis 048 119 106 126 —.070 .077 5.13 
Moderate 5.02 .826 —.002 —.017 .002 —.007 —.009 .019 4.86 
Liberal 5.16 .992 —.049 -.096 —.114 —.066 .040 —.074 4.59 
Very liberal 5.45 1.447 -.072 —.142 -.210 —.288 319 —.185 4.47 
Omnibus F 4.35 35.55 2.99 15.40 19.34 22.17 15.99 4.33 60.99 


Ns differed across analyses, as indicated in Table 1 
All ps <.01 except for autonomy need-satisfaction (p= .018) 


RAI Autonomous motivation, RIEVO Relative intrinsic versus extrinsic value orientation, Asat, Csat, Rsat 
Autonomy, competence, and relatedness need-satisfaction, PA Positive affect, NA Negative affect, LS Life- 
satisfaction, MIL Meaning in life 


Relative Intrinsic Versus Extrinsic Value Orientation Participants rated six “possible 
futures” a person might strive for (Kasser, 2002; Sheldon & Krieger, 2014), including 
three intrinsic values (community feeling: “helping those who need help”, personal 
growth: “attaining self-understanding and personal growth”, and intimacy: “having 
close personal relationships”) and three extrinsic values (appearance: “projecting 
an appealing and attractive image,” popularity: “being known and admired by many 
people”, and financial success: “achieving affluence and financial success”). A summary 
intrinsic relative to extrinsic value orientation variable (RIEVO; Kasser, 2002; Kasser 
& Ryan, 1996) was computed by subtracting extrinsic from intrinsic values (N = 10,801, 
a =.78 after reverse coding the extrinsic values). 

Need-Satisfaction Autonomy, competence, and relatedness need-satisfaction were 
measured in several different ways, including the measure of Sheldon et al. (2001), the 
measure of Sheldon and Hilpert (2012), and the measure of Titova and Sheldon (2020). 
Ns were 8656, 8655, and 8668 for the three needs, respectively (as=.78, .69, and .71). 
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Because different response scales were used within different years, these variables were 
also standardized within-sample before combining. 


2.2 Results 


Data and code for both Study 1 and Study 2 are available upon request from the author. 

Table 1 presents mean differences on the study variables split by Democrat versus 
Republican self-designation. Supporting H1 and H2, Republicans were lower in 
RAI and RIEVO. Supporting H4, Republicans were nevertheless higher in PA, life- 
satisfaction, autonomy, competence, relatedness, and MIL, and lower in NA. 

Table 2 presents mean differences on the study variables split by the five categories of 
the conservatism variable, with associated omnibus F statistics (results were essentially 
the same when correlations were conducted, but mean differences are presented 
for more complete information). Again supporting H1 and H2, more conservative 
participants were lower in RAI and RIEVO. Again supporting H4, more conservative 
participants were higher in PA, life-satisfaction, autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
need-satisfaction, and MIL, and lower in NA. 

As expected by H3 and past research, RAI and RIEVO were negatively correlated 
with NA (see Table 3) and positively correlated with PA, life-satisfaction, and the 
three need-satisfaction variables. RAI was also positively correlated with MIL, but 
unexpectedly, RIEVO was not. 

Finally, I attempted to account for the conservative advantage in SWB and MIL using 
relevant need-satisfaction variables. For efficiency’s sake the two conservatism measures 
werel first z-scored and combined, since they were highly correlated. A combined affect 
balance measure was also computed (Bradford, 1969) by subtracting negative affect 
from positive affect (life-satisfaction was rarely administered and was thus ignored 
in this analysis). Simple mediational analyses were then conducted, predicting affect 
balance from the distal variable (conservative orientation) and the candidate mediators. 

Specifically the process macro for SPSS was employed, using 5000 bootstrap 
resamplings (N=3106; Hayes, 2022). Both relatedness and competence need- 
satisfaction were tested as mediators of the liberal/conservative effect on affect balance. 


Table 3 Study 1: correlations of RAI and RIEVO with the outcome measures 


Outcome variables 


RAI RIEVO Asat Csat Rsat PA NA LS MIL 


Predictors 
1. RAI - 167 223 196 186 170 —.080  .093 195 
(6768) (2697) (2577) (2575) (2581) (4584) (5513) (3243) 
2.RIEVO .167 - .087 044 123 056 —.059 - O15 
(2697) (7766) (7764) (7777) (5698) (5607) (5793) 


Ns for the analyses are given below the correlation coefficients. RIEVO and LS were never administered in 
the same dataset 


RAI Autonomous motivation, RIEVO Relative intrinsic versus extrinsic value orientation, Asat Autonomy 
satisfaction, Csat Competence satisfaction, Rsat Relatedness satisfaction, PA Positive affect, NA Negative 
affect, LS Life-satisfaction, MIL Meaning in life 
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Autonomy need-satisfaction was not tested because it did not differ between democrats 
and republicans. For relatedness satisfaction, the indirect effect of conservative 
orientation on affect balance via relatedness was significant at B=.071 (LL=.043, 
UL=.099), indicating mediation. The direct effect was non-significant at B=.046 
(LL=— .004, UL=.098), indicating full mediation. For competence satisfaction, 
the indirect effect of conservative orientation on affect balance via competence was 
significant at B= .049 (LL=.027, UL=.071), indicating mediation. The direct effect of 
conservative orientation on affect balance remained significant at B=.067 (LL = .0120, 
UL =.121), indicating only partial mediation. 

I then tested for mediation of the conservative orientation to MIL effect via relatedness 
and competence need-satisfaction (N=5981). For relatedness satisfaction, the indirect 
effect of conservative orientation on affect balance via relatedness was significant 
at B=.071 (LL=.043, UL=.099), indicating mediation. The direct effect was non- 
significant at B=.045 (LL=— .004, UL=.098), indicating full mediation. For competence 
satisfaction, the indirect effect of conservative orientation on MIL via relatedness was 
significant at B=.032 (LL=.020, UL=.044), indicating mediation. The direct effect 
of conservative orientation on MIL was significant at B=.210 (LL=.176, UL=.245), 
indicating only partial mediation. 


2.3 Brief Discussion 


Study 1 supported all four research hypotheses: Relative to liberals, conservatives reported 
less RAI and less RIEVO (H1 and H2). RAT and RIEVO correlated positively with SWB as 
usual (H3). Nevertheless, conservatives reported greater SWB and MIL than liberals (H4). 
Relatedness need-satisfaction fully mediated, and competence need-satisfaction partially 
mediated, the conservative advantage in SWB and MIL. 

One limitation of these results is that the hypotheses were tested across varying subsets 
of participants. Also, study 1 relied only on student samples, collected in just one region of 
the U.S. Study 2 addressed these limitations by administering all measures to a single large 
sample, of adult lawyers living in four different states within three different regions of the 
U.S. If the study 1 findings could be replicated within this second sample, this would better 
establish their generalizability to the U.S. as a whole. 


3 Study 2 
3.1 Method 
3.1.1 Participants and Procedure 


Study 2 employed the dataset of Krieger and Sheldon (2015), which was acquired in 
accordance with the legal and ethical guidelines of the University of Missouri. Krieger 
and Sheldon (2015) presented many results from this large sample, but none regarding 
participants’ political orientations. The data were collected from working lawyers living 
in Tennessee, Wisconsin, Alabama, or New York state, who were solicited through 
advertisements placed on their State Bar Association listservs. Continuing Legal Education 
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(CLE) credit towards State Bar requirements was offered in exchange for participation in 
the on-line survey, in accordance with the protocols of each organization. 

The initial sample consisted of 6945 participants. The sample was reduced to 4493 by 
excluding those who reported political orientations other than Democrat or Republican, 
and further reduced to 4314 by excluding those with missing data on any other study 
variables. This large sample provides a powerful test of the study hypotheses. 


3.1.2 Demographic Measures 


There were 2507 male participants and 1807 female participants (no other gender 
categories were provided). The mean age of the sample was 47. There were 3880 Caucasian 
participants and 434 non-Caucasian participants. Political orientation was measured only 
in terms of party affiliation, with 2507 self-declared Democrats and 1807 Republicans. 


3.1.3 Psychological Measures 


SWB Positive and negative affect were measured with the 20-item PANAS (Watson et al., 
1988, as=.89 and .91). Life-satisfaction was measured with the five-item Life Satisfaction 
Scale (Diener et al., 1985, «=.88). Depression was measured with the six-item depression 
subscale of the Brief Symptom Inventory (DeRogatis & Melisaratos, 1983, «=.77). MIL 
was not assessed in this study. 

Need-Satisfaction Autonomy, competence, and relatedness need-satisfaction were 
measured using the Balanced Measure of Psychological Needs (Sheldon & Hilpert, 
2012), which contains six items per need, three positively worded and three negatively 
worded. Autonomy, competence, and relatedness scores were computed after reversing the 
negatively worded items (as=.73, .81, and .77, respectively). 

Motivation Variables RAI was measured using items similar to those in study 1. 
Participants read “People do things for many different reasons. Please indicate how 
strongly each of the following reasons describes your motivation for your current job.” The 
external motivation item was “You are in this job because of the rewards (such as the high 
income, luxuries, or status) that it produces.” The introjected motivation item was “You 
are in this job because you would feel ashamed, guilty, or anxious if you weren’t.” The 
identified motivation item was “You are in this job because you really believe that it’s an 


Table 4 Study 2: mean differences in study variables split by Democrat versus Republican self-designation 


Outcome variables 


RAI RIEVO Asat Csat Rsat PA NA LS Depr 
Democrats 2.90 99 77 1.40 1.47 3.66 2.16 3.33 1.62 
Republicans 2.45 .69 .84 1.54 1.50 3.70 2.06 3.44 1.55 
t 4.95 11.16 — 1.34 —3.37 —.61 -2.23 3.85 —3.85 -2.91 


d 15 34 — .04 —.10 —.02 —.07 12 —.12 ll 


All ts significant at p < .01 except autonomy and relatedness need-satisfaction (ps > .20) 


RAI Autonomous motivation, RIEVO Relative intrinsic versus extrinsic value orientation, Asat, Csat, Rsat 
Autonomy, competence, and relatedness need-satisfaction, PA Positive affect, NA Negative affect, LS Life- 
satisfaction, Depr Depression 
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important thing to do.” The intrinsic motivation item was “You are in this job because 
of the enjoyment or stimulation that it provides you.” As in study 1, a RAI score was 
computed by subtracting the third and fourth reasons from the first and second reasons 
(a=.67, after recoding the controlled motivation items). 

Values were measured with the same six items used in study 1. As in study 1 a RIEVO 
score was computed by summing the extrinsic value items and subtracting them from the 
intrinsic value items (a= .69, after recoding the extrinsic value items). 


3.2 Results 


Table 4 presents mean differences on the study variables split by Democrat versus 
Republican self-designation. Supporting H1 and H2, Republicans were lower in RAI and 
RIEVO. Supporting H4, Republicans were nevertheless higher in PA, life-satisfaction, 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness need-satisfaction, and lower in NA and depression. 

Supporting H3, and as can be seen in Table 5, RAI and RIEVO were positively 
correlated with PA, and life-satisfaction, and the three need-satisfaction variables, as 
expected, and negatively correlated with NA and depression. 

Finally, I attempted to account for the conservative advantage in SWB using competence 
need-satisfaction (relatedness and autonomy need-satisfaction were not tested because they 
did not differ between the two groups). For efficiency’s sake an aggregate SWB measure 
was computed by summing positive affect and life-satisfaction and subtracting negative 
affect, as in much past research (Diener, 1994). I again used the process macro for SPSS 
(Hayes, 2022), with 5000 bootstrap resamplings. The indirect effect of conservative 
orientation on SWB through competence need-satisfaction was significant at B=.167 
(LL=.103, UL=.230), indicating mediation. The direct effect of conservative orientation 
on SWB was also significant (6 =.236, LL=.147, UL=.325), indicating that the mediation 
was only partial. 


4 General Discussion 


In these two large-N studies support was found for all four research hypotheses. 
Conservatives evidenced less autonomous work motivation compared to liberals (RAI; 
H1). They also evidenced less intrinsic and more extrinsic values (RIEVO; H2). RAI and 


Table 5 Study 2: correlations of RAI and RIEVO with the outcome measures 


Outcome variables 


RAI RIEVO Asat Csat Rsat PA NA LS Depr 
Predictors 
3. RAI - 194 397 373 302 473 —.321 358 — 308 
4. RIEVO 194 - .081 .040 .148 .047 —.079 .084 — .030 


All correlations significant at p<.001 except for RIEVO and depression (p=.014) 


RAI Autonomous motivation, RIEVO Relative intrinsic versus extrinsic value orientation, Asat Autonomy 
satisfaction, Csat Competence satisfaction, Rsat Relatedness satisfaction, PA Positive affect, NA Negative 
affect, LS Life-satisfaction, Depr Depression 
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RIEVO were positively correlated with SWB, as is typically found in the SDT literature 
(H3). Nevertheless, conservatives were happier than liberals (i.e., had higher SWB, and 
lower depression), consistent with other findings in the literature (H4). 

Taken together, this unbalanced triad of results presents a seeming exception to 
SDT’s typical assumptions and findings. Although conservatives had poorer quality 
work motivation and values (from SDT’s perspective), they were happier nonetheless. Of 
course the effects were rather small (discussed below), and it is easy to imagine possible 
compensatory factors that help conservatives to overcome their apparent motivational 
disadvantages. 

I explored some such factors, finding patterns that were partially consistent across the 
two samples. In the college student sample, relatedness need-satisfaction was the most 
important explanatory variable, fully accounting for the conservative advantage in SWB 
and MIL. In this sample, conservatives were much more likely to be Christian. Perhaps 
college students who practice the Christian faith, especially in the supportive presence 
of like-minded others, gain a sense of community and stability that serves them well. 
Conservatives may also gain relatedness need-satisfaction from their strong in-group bonds 
and solidarity (Morrison & Ybarra, 2009). In study 1 competence need-satisfaction also 
partially mediated the conservative advantage in SWB. 

On the other hand, in the adult (working lawyers) sample, the conservative advantage 
in SWB could only be explained (partially) by competence need-satisfaction. For a variety 
of possible reasons, conservative lawyers may have somewhat greater professional success 
at navigating the competitive and often zero-sum world of legal disputation, success which 
influences their SWB. Why was relatedness need-satisfaction not a mediator in study 2? 
Perhaps conservative advantages in relatedness need-satisfaction fall by the wayside in 
later life, as material and security concerns take increasing hold. 

A different explanation for the unbalanced triad of results is that conservatives are not 
really happier: rather, they may have a self-enhancing bias when reporting upon their own 
happiness. In a large study Wojcik et al. (2015) found that the conservative advantage in 
self-reported happiness was fully mediated by their self-enhancing style of report, which 
was assessed separately (see also Wojcik & Ditto, 2014). Furthermore, Wojcik et al. (2015) 
found, in three big data studies, that liberals came out ahead when behavioral measures 
of SWB were used instead, measures based on Duchenne smiling or positive emotional 
language. 

Why wouldn’t the same self-enhancing bias affect the motivation measures used in my 
studies? One possibility is that conservatives do not see their slightly more extrinsic values 
and motivations as socially undesirable, thus they do not feel a need to self-enhance when 
completing these measures. Rather, they may simply tell the truth about what they are 
up to. Of course, it is also possible that liberals self-enhance on the motivation variables, 
whereas conservatives do not. My data cannot distinguish between these two possibilities. 

Given the large samples, including both students and adults in multiple areas of the U.S, 
these results should be generalizable to all U.S. conservatives and liberals. However, one 
important limitation of these studies is the cross-sectional methodology, which of course 
obviates causal conclusions. Still, snapshots in time can reveal much. Another limitation is 
the self-report methodology, which Wojcik and Ditto (2014) showed may be fraught in this 
arena. Still, what people think and say they feel matters (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). 

Perhaps the most important limitation of these studies concerns the rather small effect 
sizes. Given these, how seriously should we take the conservative advantage in SWB, and 
the conservative disadvantage in motivation and values? Clearly, the findings should not 
be exaggerated or taken as evidence that unequivocably favors one political orientation 
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over another, for either SWB or motivation and values. Still, the consistency of the effects, 
and their potential relevance to current cultural debates, suggests that they should not be 
dismissed either. Hopefully future research can further clarify the dynamic trade-offs made 
by both political types, as they negotiate their lives, relationships, and communities. 
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